What?! Another bibliography of Walt Whitman?! Don't we already have excellent ones by Scott Giantvalley for 1839 -1939 , Donald Kummings for 1840 -1975 within the previous spread of years, Evie Allison Allen for 1945 -1960 , James Tanner for 1961 -1967 , and William White's bibliographies in the Walt Whitman Review through 1982), Brent Gibson for [1976] [1977] [1978] [1979] [1980] [1981] [1982] [1983] [1984] [1985] , not to mention the regular bibliographies in WWQR and American Literary Scholarship, and, of course, the omnipotent MLA Bibliography? And then there's the monolithic Walt Whitman Archive with its vast searchable bibliography. Well, the answer is "yes," we do need another, different type of bibliography.
When I started graduate school in the late 1960s, everyone had to create their own bibliographies (unless they were fortunate enough to have had someone do it before them). For Whitman, that meant Gay Wilson Allen's Handbook (1946), American Literary Scholarship (which had only begun with the volume covering 1963), and slogging through annual issues of the MLA Bibliography. Now, of course, everything is either on the web or accessible through a database, or so our students would have us believe. Personally, I think bibliographical control today is a lot like the parable of Buridan's ass, where the hungry and thirsty creature is placed midway between hay and water, and, unable to choose between them, dies of hunger. Today's researcher (and especially one early in an educational or professional career) begins a topic confronted by multiple piles of bibliographical data and, overwhelmed by the choices and lacking guidance as to their value, intellectually starves by slinking away in defeat, guessing what is worthwhile, or cutting and pasting from Wikipedia.
All of which is to say that Ed Folsom's Oxford Bibliographies annotated guide to a century and a half of Whitman criticism is a most welcome vade mecum for the novice and an opportunity to compare evaluations for the advanced reader. I present the above Whitmanesque catalogue to give a sense of how wide a net Folsom has cast in choosing his topics. The entries for books and articles are in alphabetical order, and provide full bibliographical information and a brief descriptive annotation. Entries can be exported to note-taking software or emailed. Subscribers may also save citations and annotate them. This reviewer, who has been guilty of quite a few bibliographies himself, fully appreciates the amount of material Folsom has had to sift through in order to choose the best; he himself states that there have been "over a hundred books and thousands of articles on Whitman since just the mid-1990s." Folsom has brought his thirty-plus years as editor of the Walt Whitman Quarterly Review (and compiler of its bibliographies) to bear in making a judicious selection of the best and most useful works available, and has provided succinct yet informative annotations. And the bibliography is regularly updated. Anyone considering compiling an author bibliography should look at Folsom's Whitman for a model.
But, back to my original question: Why? As good as the printed bibliographies may be, and despite the tremendous resources available on the Walt Whitman Archive, anyone working on Whitman is still faced with thousands of choices, including many bad and duplicative works. Even the Archive, with its excellent search functions, still depends on using keywords to locate material and, even though the results are annotated (from previously published sources), they have not been culled for the most useful or best items. In short, it is now easier to find more than one would want, but still hard to find what one really needs. Folsom's bibliography performs at least three important functions: first, it reduces a large mass of material into a manageable amount; second, it provides useful annotations that allow readers to decide which works are useful for their purpose; and, third, by providing so many sub-sections, it helps readers who are looking for scholarship on just a facet of Whitman's life or work to zero in on it.
The scope of Whitman bibliography may be large and contain multitudes, but, thanks to Ed Folsom, we can now discern the heartier leaves in the otherwise overwhelming lawn.
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